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“Our president’s crazy,” that astute political scientist (and Talking Heads frontman) David Byrne once remarked. “Did you hear what he said?” He was talking about Ronald Reagan, but he could have made the same observation about any of the forty-five chief executives of the United States.


Presidents are the most quoted people on the planet and every utterance is recorded for posterity—by the press, historians, or, in Richard Nixon’s case, by a secret White House taping system. George W. Bush’s myriad malaprops even inspired a series of bestselling books—not to mention a talking action figure. The current occupant of the Oval Office, Donald Trump, prefers to issue his proclamations via Twitter, a platform that will be a godsend to future scholars sifting through the rubble of our civilization for clues about where it might have all started to go wrong. Covfefe, anyone?


With so much to say, and so many channels through which to say it, it’s no surprise that some real head-scratchers start to slip out of the presidential pie hole from time to time. Crazy Sh*t Presidents Said collects the most amusing, most shocking, most inane observations made by commanders-in-chief from the founding of the republic to the age of social media. Some are puzzling, some are profane, some are, shall we say, problematic. But all are well substantiated in the historical record and tell us at least a little about the mindset and worldview of the speaker, his times, and the wider American culture.


A few housekeeping notes: quotations in this book are organized alphabetically by topic, except for the sections Presidents on Other Presidents, Presidents on Other Historical Figures, and Last Words. Hopefully, this facilitates easy browsing and allows readers to compare and contrast presidential utterances on the same subject. In the interest of readability I have standardized and modernized spelling, capitalization, and punctuation throughout. However, I have made no attempt to expurgate presidential language; if any of these quotations offend or appall, I apologize on behalf of all the presidents involved. But hey, you voted for these guys! We have no one to blame but ourselves.















ADVERTISING



“Advertising is the life of trade.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“Advertising ministers to the spiritual side of trade. It is great power that has been entrusted to your keeping which charges you with the high responsibility of inspiring and ennobling the commercial world. It is all part of the greater work of the regeneration and redemption of mankind.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“Mass demand has been created almost entirely through the development of advertising.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“To think that an old soldier should come to this.”


—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, on television campaign commercials














ADVICE


“Whatever you are, be a good one.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“In any moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing, the next best thing is the wrong thing, and the worst thing you can do is nothing.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


“Four-fifths of all our troubles would disappear, if we would only sit down and keep still.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“Don’t hesitate to be as reactionary as the multiplication table.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“Remember, you are just an extra in everyone else’s play.”


—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT


“Always be sincere, even if you don’t mean it.”


—HARRY TRUMAN


“If you can’t convince them, confuse them.”


—HARRY TRUMAN


“Don’t join the book burners. Don’t think you’re going to conceal faults by concealing evidence that they ever existed. Don’t be afraid to go in your library and read every book.”


—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER


“Never trust a man whose eyes are too close to his nose.”


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON


“There are plenty of recommendations on how to get out of trouble cheaply and fast. Most of them come down to this: Deny your responsibility.”


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON


“You must remember that something that is completely clean can also be completely sterile, without spirit.”


—RICHARD NIXON














AFRICAN AMERICANS


“I advance it therefore as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON


“Comparing them by their faculties of memory, reason, and imagination, it appears to me that in memory [the Negroes] are equal to the whites; in reason much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid; and that in imagination they are dull, tasteless, and anomalous.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON


“Nothing is more certainly written in the book of fate than that these people are to be free. Nor is it less certain that the two races, equally free, cannot live in the same government.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON


“[Free blacks are] generally idle and depraved; appearing to retain the bad qualities of the slaves, with whom they continue to associate, without acquiring any of the good ones of the whites, from whom [they] continue separated by prejudices against their color, and other peculiarities.”


—JAMES MADISON


“(God) works most inscrutably to the understandings of men; the negro is torn from Africa, a barbarian, ignorant and idolatrous; he is restored civilized, enlightened, and a Christian.”


—JOHN TYLER


“I am not, nor ever have been in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the black and white races… I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of making voters or jurors of negroes, nor of qualifying them to hold office, nor to intermarry with white people.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“I have urged the colonization of the Negroes [in Africa], and I shall continue.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“I can conceive of no greater calamity than the assimilation of the Negro into our social and political life as our equal.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“Within twenty years we can peacefully colonize the Negro… under conditions in which he can rise to the full measure of manhood. This he can never do here. We can never attain the ideal union our fathers dreamed, with millions of an alien, inferior race among us, whose assimilation is neither possible nor desirable.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“Are the four millions of black persons who yesterday were held in slavery that had existed for generations sufficiently intelligent to cast a ballot?… To give the ballot indiscriminately to a new class wholly unprepared by previous habits and opportunities to perform the trust which it demands is to degrade it and finally to destroy its power.”


—ANDREW JOHNSON


“It is vain to deny that [black Americans] are an inferior race—very far inferior to the European variety. They have learned in slavery all that they know in civilization.”


—ANDREW JOHNSON


“If you liberate the Negro what will be the next step?… You can’t get rid of the Negro except by holding him in slavery.”


—ANDREW JOHNSON


“Hire your Negroes to work for you, and you will find they will do better labor for you than when they were slaves.”


—ANDREW JOHNSON


“Social equality is not a subject to be legislated upon, nor shall I ask that anything be done to advance the social status of the colored man.”


—ULYSSES S. GRANT


“I have a strong feeling of repugnance when I think of the Negro being made our political equal. And I would be glad if they could be colonized, sent to heaven, or got rid of in any decent way.”


—JAMES GARFIELD


“A perfectly stupid race can never rise to a very high plane; the negro, for instance, has been kept down as much by lack of intellectual development as by anything else.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


“I have not been able to think out any solution to the terrible problem offered by the presence of the Negro on this continent… he is here and can neither be killed nor driven away.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


“Now as to the Negroes! I entirely agree with you that as a race and in the mass [they] are altogether inferior to whites.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT, in a letter to novelist Owen Wister


“Your race is adapted to be a race of farmers, first, last and for all times.”


—WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT, to a group of black college students


“Negroes are excited by a freedom they don’t understand and are not equipped to handle the demands and privileges of citizenship.”


—WOODROW WILSON


“If the colored people made a mistake in voting for me, they ought to correct it.”


—WOODROW WILSON


“Let the black man vote when he is fit to vote.”


—WARREN G. HARDING


“The black man should seek to be, and he should be encouraged to be, the best possible black man and not the best possible imitation of a white man.”


—WARREN G. HARDING


“[An] army of coons.”


—HARRY TRUMAN, referring to the White House waitstaff


“I went nigger chasing on Monday. Right through Central Africa: Vine St. There was no trace of that Nelson nigger.”


—HARRY TRUMAN, in a letter to his wife


“I’ll have those niggers voting Democratic for the next 200 years.”


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON




“They are going to strengthen our country in the end because they are strong physically and some of them are smart.”


—RICHARD NIXON





“So few of those who engage in espionage are Negroes.… As a matter of fact, very few of them become Communists.… But the Negroes, have you ever noticed? There are damn few Negro spies.”


—RICHARD NIXON


“African-Americans watch the same news at night that ordinary Americans do.”


—BILL CLINTON


“Do you have blacks too?”


—GEORGE W. BUSH, to the president of Brazil


“I have a great relationship with the blacks. I’ve always had a great relationship with the blacks.”


—DONALD TRUMP















AFRICANS



“Most of them are basically just out of the trees.”


—RICHARD NIXON


“Africa is a nation that suffers from incredible disease.”


—GEORGE W. BUSH














AFTERLIFE


“I cannot conceive such a being could make such a species as the human, merely to live and die on this earth.”


—JOHN ADAMS














AMBITION


“Ambition is the subtlest beast of the intellectual and moral field. It is wonderfully adroit in concealing itself from its owner.”


—JOHN ADAMS


“Elections, my dear sir, to offices which are a great object of ambition, I look at with terror.”


—JOHN ADAMS


“Whenever a man has cast a longing eye on [offices], a rottenness begins in his conduct.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON


“The melancholy thing in our public life is the insane desire to get higher.”


—RUTHERFORD B. HAYES














THE AMERICAN PEOPLE


“This prosperity of the country, independent of all agency of the government, is so great that the people have nothing to disturb them but their own waywardness and corruption.”


—JOHN QUINCY ADAMS


“May God save the country, for it is evident that the people will not.”


—MILLARD FILLMORE


“America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“I am a firm believer in the people. If given the truth, they can be depended upon to meet any national crisis. The great point is to bring them the real facts, and beer.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“The things that will destroy America are prosperity-at-any-price, peace-at-any-price, safety-first instead of duty-first, the love of soft living, and the get-rich-quick theory of life.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


“Like all Americans, I like big things; big prairies, big forests and mountains, big wheat fields, railroads—and herds of cattle too.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


“The fundamental trouble with the people of the United States is that they have gotten too far away from Almighty God.”


—WARREN G. HARDING


“If the American people don’t love me, their descendants will.”


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON















APHORISMS



“In matters of principle, stand like a rock; in matters of taste, swim with the current.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON


“Folks who have no vices have very few virtues.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“When you have got an elephant by the hind leg, and he is trying to run away, it’s best to let him run.”


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


“A pound of pluck is worth a ton of luck.”


—JAMES GARFIELD


“A man is known by the company he keeps, and also by the company from which he is kept out.”


—GROVER CLEVELAND


“Don’t hit at all if it is honorably possible to avoid hitting; but never hit soft.”


—THEODORE ROOSEVELT


“Better a thousand times to go down fighting than to dip your colors to dishonorable compromise.”


—WOODROW WILSON


“If you see ten troubles coming down the road, you can be sure that nine will run into the ditch before they reach you.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“It takes a great man to be a good listener.”


—CALVIN COOLIDGE


“We do not need to burn down the house to kill the rats.”


—HERBERT HOOVER


“Three things ruin a man: power, money, and women.”


—HARRY TRUMAN


“Weakness cannot cooperate with anything. Only strength can cooperate.”


—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER


“Things are more like they are now than they ever were before.”


—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER


“While you’re saving your face, you’re losing your ass.”


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON


“If you’ve got ’em by the balls, their heart and mind will follow.”


—LYNDON B. JOHNSON


“If a frog had wings, he wouldn’t hit his tail on the ground. Too hypothetical.”


—GEORGE H. W. BUSH













APOCALYPSE



“I hope you will have good sense enough to disregard those foolish predictions that the world is to be at an end soon. The Almighty has never made known to anybody at what time he created it, nor will he tell anybody when he means to put an end to it, if ever he means to do it.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON, to his wife Martha


“It is between fifty and sixty years since I read it and I then considered it merely the ravings of a maniac, no more worthy nor capable of explanation than the incoherences of our own nightly dreams.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON, on the Book of Revelations














ARKANSAS


“I grew up in a little town in Arkansas that had a substantial Lithuanian population. So I grew up knowing about the problems of Baltic nations.”


—BILL CLINTON















ASIANS



“In the matter of Chinese and Japanese coolie immigration, I stand for the national policy of exclusion.… We cannot make a homogeneous population of people who do not blend with the Caucasian race.”


—WOODROW WILSON


“The Orientals can be very devious.”


—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER
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